Histopathological investigation of salivary glands in the asymptomatic elderly.
The significance of labial gland biopsies (LGBs) in the diagnosis of Sjögren's syndrome (SS) in the elderly has been a controversial subject since it is complicated by age-related histopathological changes. In an attempt to clarify the appropriateness of LGBs in present diagnosis criteria, we evaluated the specificity of LGBs using autopsied tissues. This was done by taking labial, sublingual and submandibular salivary glands from 53 autopsy subjects (24 males and 29 females) with an average age of 84 years, and testing them histopathologically with reference to a previously reported grading system. None had any sicca symptoms (oral dryness or dry eye). In subjects up to 75 years old, acinar atrophy was more frequent in labial glands than in the two major salivary glands (P=0.0098 for sublingual and P=0.0009 for submandibular glands). Also, while there were significant differences in frequency of such atrophy between the sublingual and submandibular salivary glands of subjects younger and older than 75, the labial glands showed no such variation. Taking grade 3 (focus score of 1) as the diagnosis criterion, two subjects were determined to have SS in which case the specificity was 95%. Using contemporaneous serological test results for anti-SSA/Ro antibodies as a diagnostic criterion raised specificity to 98%. For both major and minor glands, these appeared to be no relationship between degree of lymphocytic infiltration and age. Our results thus suggest that it is appropriate to adopt a focus score of 1 as a diagnostic criterion for SS in the elderly, and that serological test results can improve specificity.